MYSTICISM IN ISLAM
THE land where Islam arose Is one of the least hospitable
regions of the earth. Vast tracts in Arabia are mere empty
plains of drifting sands. Only on the coast is it possible for
liurnan beings to live with moderate comfort and to create
institutions of civilization. And here in ancient times kingdoms
grew and cultures flourished and they partook of the ancient
commerce of the world and were its intermediaries. But in the
sixth century the legends of antiquity had become effaced from
the mind of the peoples and the Arabs had sunk into a life of
barbarism. Mecca, one of the principal places in the country,
was a materialistic commercial town ** where lust of gain and
usury reigned supreme, where women, wine and gambling
filled up the leisure time, where might was right and widows,
orphans and the feeble were treated as superfluous ballast/*1
Religion consisted of ceremonialism without meaning, of the
^worship of stars, stones and deities, in which no one believed.
The notions of right and wrong were rudimentary, no moral
guilt attached to murder, little sanctity to marriage. Women
had no rights ; property, loyalty and honour were held in scant
respect, and sensuality was rampant,2
In this physical and moral desert there were here and there
oases which gave shelter to high aspiration and noble thought.
Communities of Jews and Christians were settled in scattered
places, itinerant monks and wise men from the East travelled
about with caravans. In some way they supplied some kind
of nourishment to the otherwise starved souls, and from their
contact arose the early reformers known as the Hanifs who
1 Hutgronje:   Mohammedanism,   p.   28.
2 Ibid.
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